10 October 2010 Interview with Alex Varley
(I: Interviewer P: Participant)

I:
The New Zealand Government has recently announced that it will be conducting an audio description trial on television next year, and here to talk about this exciting development is Alex Varley, CEO of Media Access Australia. Welcome Alex.

P:
Hi there Roberta.

I:
Well this certainly is a very exciting thing for New Zealand. So what are they actually proposing?

P:
Well Roberta, this is of course what all the people are waiting for around the world really, which is a proper audio description service on television, and it will be what we call a closed service, so that means that you can turn it on or off, so if you don’t want to listen to it you don’t have to. And as far as we know it will be going on forever. Now, they’re actually proposing initially, it’s quite small, about three hours a week and it will be on what’s called TV1, which is a government funded channel, and the whole trial itself will actually be funded by a New Zealand organisation called New Zealand on air, who also fund the captioning service and Maori language programming.

I:
So Alex, when does the trial start and how will people be able to access it?

P:
Okay at this stage it appears they’re going to start on the 1st of March 2011, and what they’ll actually be doing, because it’s a closed service they have to make sure that the receivers, so set-top boxes and televisions that people will use to access it will be available and we believe they’re actually rolling those out now or getting those ready right now. One of the questions of course they have about accessing it, and this is why you have trials is that they need to be able to test to see whether it works all across New Zealand, because like Australia, New Zealand has some fairly remote places and a trial will help them see whether it works properly or not.

I:
And what about programs, are they going to do home grown ones or?

P:
Right well the first trial, believe it or not is Coronation Street, which is a very very popular program in New Zealand. I think it’s actually the highest rating program. So I think they get three episodes of Coronation Street a week to start off with but we do know they are looking at doing local programming, because they’re actually talking about training up some describers in New Zealand as part of this whole service.

I:
That’s exciting all around for the people who actually provide it and the people who receive it, this is really good. So, what is the involvement of blind people in the trial?

P:
Well of course they’ve been talking quite extensively to blind organisations in New Zealand and especially the Association of the Blind for New Zealand, and they are talking to them about all aspects of it, so both the way that it’s presented through to how it’s promoted and how they’re actually going to get feedback from blind people, because you know in any trial it’s not just can you deliver a service over the air for people to access, it’s actually do people know about it and are people actually happy with the standard of the service they’re getting?

I:
And learning how to actually access it I suppose.

P:
Of course, yes because you know television audio description is a fairly rare thing in the world and whilst a lot of blind people in New Zealand would be used to accessing DVDs with audio description, they’ve never had television before.

I:
So briefly Alex, where is the proposed Australian trial up to?

P:
Well hopefully a bit of trans-Tasman rivalry will speed up things here but no, we have been talking to the government and now that Parliament has finally got back into session, now we’re hoping that they’ll actually announce something this year, that doesn’t mean it’ll necessarily go ahead this year but they’ll actually announce when they’re going to do it. Because it’s clearly a very very big issue that a lot of government agencies are doing a lot of work behind the scenes on right now.

I:
Well that’s very good news indeed, thank you Alex for talking with us today. If you’d like more information about ADTV, the trial in New Zealand or AD and Australian TV, you can visit Media Access Australia website, that’s Media Access all one word, dot org, dot au. Alternatively you can email Media Access at info@mediaaccess.org.au or you can phone 02 9212 6242. Well thank you so much for all of that today Alex and I’m quite sure that we’ll be talking again very soon, and hopefully about that announcement from our Australian government.

P:
Always a pleasure Roberta.

I:
I’ve been speaking with Alex Varley, CEO of Media Access Australia and Media Access Australia are supporters of this program.
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